Shyam Selvadurai (b. 1965) 


Born: February 12, 1965 
Colombo, Sri Lanka 
Nationality: Sri Lankan-Canadian 

Notable works: 
Funny Boy (1994) 
Cinnamon Gardens (1998) 
The Hungry Ghosts (2013) 


Selvadurai was born in Colombo, Sri Lanka to a Sinhalese mother and a Tamil father—members of 
conflicting ethnic groups whose troubles form a major theme in his work. 

He is famous for his coming-of-age novel “Funny Boy” (1994). It won him Books in Canada first 
Novel award. 

Selvadurai emigrated to Canada in 1983 because of the ethnic riots in Colombo. 

He recounted an account of the discomfort he and his partner experienced during a period spent in 
Sri Lanka in 1997 in his essay “Coming Out”. 

In 2004 he edited a collection of short stories “Story Wallah: Short fiction from South Asian 
Writers” which includes works by Salman Rushdie, Monica Ali, Hanif Kureishi among others. 

He published a young adult novel “Swimming in the Monsoon Sea” in 2005. In 2014 he released his 
fourth novel “The Hungry Ghosts”. 

In 2013 Shyam’s “Funny Boy” was included in the syllabus under marginalized study and gay 
literature of the under graduation English Department of American College in Madurai. 

In 2020, Deepa Mehta released the film Funny Boy, an adaptation of Selvadurai's novel. At the 9th 
Canadian Screen Awards in 2021, Mehta and Selvadurai won the award for Best Adapted 
Screenplay. 

He currently lives in Toronto with his partner Andrew Champion. 

In 2016, a species of spider was named after Selvadurai called Brignolia Shyami, a small goblin 
spider which is a pale yellow colour and between 1.4mm and 1.5mm in length. 

Shyam’s new novel Mansion of the Moon, a historical novel about the Buddha’s wife, will be 
released by Knopf in 2022. 


Works of Selvadurai: 

1- Funny Boy (1994) 

2- Cinnamon Gardens (1998) 

3- Swimming in the Monsoon Sea (2005) 

4- Story Wallah: Short Fiction from South Asian Writers (2005) 
5- The Hungry Ghosts (2013) 


Funny Boy 

It is a coming-of-age novel by Selvadurai published in 1994. It is set in Sri Lanka where Selvadurai 
grew up. It is constructed in the form of six poignant stories about a boy coming to age within a 
wealthy Tamil family in Colombo. 

Between the age of 7 and 14, he explores his sexual identity and encounters the Sinhala — Tamil 
Tensions leading up to the 1983 riots. 

Selvadurai stated that “Funny Boy” should not be seen as an autobiography. 

Interplay between sexuality and gender is an important underlying theme in the novel where Arjie 
and his cousin enact a marriage scene in their bride-bride game. 


The plot consists of six stories entitled: 
e Pigs can’t Fly 
e Radha Aunty 
e See No Evil-Hear No Evil 
e Small Choices 
e The Best School of All 
e Riot Journal: An epilogue 
Arjie is the protagonist. The novel follows his journey of coming to terms with his sexuality as a 
homosexual boy growing up in Sri Lanka. 
The other characters are: 
Tanuja: Arjie’s snobbish cousin who dressed up as the groom during their game of bride- 
bride. 
Sonali: Arjie’s younger sister who understands him well when others harsh on him. 
Diggy: Arjie’s brother, a stereotypical character representing what boys should be like. 
Named Diggy nose or Diggy due to his habit of poking his nose in all affairs. 
Amma and Appa: Arjie’s mother and father. 
Reviews: 
“Shyam Selvadurai has brought back from his Sri Lankan childhood a glittering and wise 
novel. Funny Boy keeps repeating with quiet conviction that the human condition can, in 
spite of everything, be joyful. You are not alone, it says to the reader, I understand you. I was 
there. I remember.” 
— Alberto Manguel 


“He spins a subtle web that holds readers captive...” 
— Saskatoon Star Phoenix 


“A powerful and beautifully written novel...” 
— Literary Review (UK) 


“Lyrical, moving, and deeply perceptive. This isn’t the first coming-of-age story ever written, 


but I doubt there’s been one quite like it.” 
— Halifax Chronicle-Herald 
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